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The complex preferences and strategies of older learners 
 
 
 
1 Abstract: The research reported in this study concerns older adults from Australia 
who voluntarily chose to learn the craft of woodturning. The paper initially examines 
the literature of adult learning under the themes of presage factors, the learning 
environment, instructional methods and techniques for facilitators. The paper then 
reports on the analysis of one section of a questionnaire completed by 123 
respondents – on learning strategies. The older learners used four main learning 
strategies  – actively seeking knowledge, independent learning, dependent learning 
and passively seeking knowledge. 
 
 
 
First defined by Laslett (1989), the Third Age in the human life span occurs when 
individuals leave the workforce and become free to satisfy personal ambitions and 
needs. One only has to note the introductory comments in most academic papers on 
mature age learning to acknowledge that older learners in the Third Age are the most 
rapidly growing segment in most Western nations – see for example Kim and 
Merriam (2004) and Mayhorn, Stronge, McLaughlin and Rogers (2004) (USA), 
Gelade, Catts and Gerber, (2003) (Australia), Schneider (2003) (Germany), Williamson 
(2000) (United Kingdom). Further Williamson (2000) suggests that, for a growing 
number of Third Agers, the desire to learn is uppermost and that they are looking for 
opportunities to continue learning. Accordingly, there is an ongoing search among 
educators to identify, develop and implement instructional strategies, activities, 
resources and classroom environments which will improve the overall learning 
experience of the older learner (Spigner-Littles & Anderson 1999, p. 203).  
 
The research reported in this paper was an exploration of the learning experiences of 
members of the Woodturners’ Society of Queensland (WSQ) with a view to 
examining the learning processes and activities they nominated as critical to their 
growth.  Using the learning of woodturning as a focus provided a number of research 
advantages including, the skills are new (to the learner), complex and not easy to 
learn; the learner produces a readily identifiable and observable product, so there is no 
doubt that learning has taken place; the duration of the learning episode can be 
relatively easily ascertained; and the learner can be asked to reflect on a specific and 
easily remembered learning experience.  
 
LEARNING STRATEGIES OF OLDER LEARNERS 
 
Negative stereotypes about older learners – for a discussion, see Gray and McGregor 
(2003) – have been thoroughly discredited (Bennington & Tharenou, 1998; Murray & 
Syed, 2005); Patrickson, 2003; Sheen, 1999).  As Crawford (2004) points out, while 
older adults are not as quick to learn as are younger people, they make up for this 
through a wealth of experiences that tends to support superior reasoning and judgment 
abilities, if given time to think and reflect on the learning activity. Truluck and 
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Courtenay (1999) observe that the adage that “not all people approach learning in the 
same way” is especially true for older learners who, because of their range of 
experiences and age, are more likely to have multiple perspectives on learning. Justice 
and Dornan (2001), when examining metacognitive differences between traditional 
and non-traditional students in the university environment, found that the learning 
processes of older learners may differ in important ways from their younger 
counterparts.  
 
While Lowry and O’Connor (1986) believed that the educational philosophy of 
humanism – with its emphasis on autonomy, individual growth and freedom – is 
perhaps the most appropriate for older adults, a number of authors have suggested 
and/or investigated the various approaches older people may take when learning.  
 
Activities that enhance learning 
 
When examining the major streams of research into older adult learning, Fisher (1998, 
p. 32) commented that many of the suggested options for older learners are drawn 
from the general adult education and cognitive literature. However, several other 
authors have identified some additional techniques that may be specific to older adult 
learning. When combined, these options can be classified into four general themes – 
presage factors, learning environment, instructional methods and facilitation 
techniques.  
 
Presage factors are those that are present before the learning episode takes place and 
the literature has identified several that are of particular interest to older learners. 
Gelade et al (2003) suggest that the principal hurdle for older learners over 45 was the 
feeling of anxiety. Crawford (2004) believed that this anxiety focuses specifically on 
the fear of rejection from their peer group or the instructor. The Department of 
Education, Science and Training (DEST) reported that many adults do not think of 
themselves as very good learners and generally lack confidence in their own abilities - 
some fear or dislike learning as a result of their negative experiences at school, while 
others avoid learning in the belief that it would be of no benefit to them (2003: 9). 
Further Spigner-Littles and Anderson (1999) believe that older learners tend to be 
emotionally attached to beliefs, knowledge, ideas and world views and, even when 
faced with irrefutable information that contradicts long held beliefs, these learners are 
much more likely to reject or attempt to explain away such new information. Such a 
comment is supported by the work of Mezirow (2000) who suggests that the 
challenge in transformational learning of most adults is changing the basic frames of 
reference that adults hold. Another presage factor is the older learner’s readiness to 
learn and writers such as Chapell, Hawke, Rhodes & Soloman, (2003) and Gelade, 
Catts and Gerber (2003) comment that older learners need to be ready to learn before 
they will engage in a learning episode. Again, this contention is supported by past 
literature on all adult learners with the Law of Readiness (Thorndike 1913) being one 
of the oldest principles of learning. A third presage factor, one that is perhaps unique 
to Third Age people, is that older learners are accustomed to exercising judgment in 
setting priorities and allocating their time and, therefore, should be given more 
opportunities to plan and control their learning experiences (Spigner-Littles & 
Anderson, 1999).  
 
 4
Several elements that should be present in the second theme, the learning 
environment, of older learners have been identified by a number of authors. Firstly, as 
a general rule, older learners feel more comfortable learning with a similar aged 
cohort (Chapell et al, 2003; Gelade, Catts & Gerber, 2003; Taylor & Rose, 2005). 
Secondly, facilitators should develop a supportive climate that is safe, non-threatening 
and less formal (Chapell et al, 2003; Fry 1992 cited in Fisher 1998). Thirdly, older 
learners highly value peer support, mentoring and tutoring (Taylor & Rose, 2005). 
 
At first glance, there appears to be some conflicting advice when the literature 
discusses appropriate instructional methods for older learners. On the one hand, older 
learners may initially anticipate and even desire traditional teaching methods 
(Spigner-Littles & Anderson, 1999), will want clear and explicit instructions (Taylor 
&  Rose, 2005), while material should be organized into small units ( Chapell, Hawke, 
Rhodes & Soloman,2003) and the structure of the material to be used should be 
carefully clarified (Fisher 1998). On the other hand, the older learners’ high 
motivation, substantial and diverse life experiences and mature interpersonal skills 
provide a rich foundation for collegial learning strategies, such as group discussions 
and small team projects and learning exercises (Chapell et al, 2003; Gelade et al, 
2003; Spigner-Littles & Anderson, 1999; Taylor & Rose, 2005). In such collegial 
learning, facilitators should use active, discovery based learning methods rather than 
passive instructional methods (Spigner-Littles & Anderson, 1999; Chapell et al, 2003) 
and individual self paced methods with slower-paced, lower intensity training 
(Chapell et al, 2003; Fry 1992 cited in Fisher 1998; Gelade et al, 2003, Taylor & 
Rose, 2005). Finally, the facilitator’s role is seen as assisting learners to construct 
their own meanings of each concept and relate those understandings to real-life 
situations (Spigner-Littles & Anderson 1999).  
 
Possibly the answer to this conundrum – a preference for traditional, structured 
teaching methods versus using self-paced and group learning approaches – is 
provided by Taylor and Rose (2005) who suggest that older learners will take 
increasing responsibility for their learning. Perhaps older learners prefer to commence 
with the more structured learning strategies and, once some competence is achieved, 
then will move to a preference for the more unstructured learning strategies. This 
contention is supported by Delahaye and Smith (1998) who believe that learners lie 
on a maturity continuum based on their levels of content-knowledge and motivation, 
their willingness to accept responsibility for their own learning and their learning 
skills. If any of these elements are low (such as when commencing a new topic) the 
learner can be categorized as a low maturity learner and would usually prefer 
structured learning strategies. As the learner’s content knowledge increases, the 
learner may then prefer the more unstructured learning approaches. 
 
The fourth general theme to support learning for older learners deals with facilitation 
techniques. Spigner-Littles and Anderson (1999) and Fisher (1998) assert that new 
information needs to be connected to and build upon prior knowledge and real-life 
experiences. Again, this is based upon one of the oldest principles of learning, ‘start 
with the known’, first enunciated by James Houle in 1853 (Delahaye 2005). Secondly, 
the learners should be provided with opportunities to practice skills as they are 
developed (Chapell et al, 2003), a suggestion based on the learning principle of active 
learning (see Delahaye 2005; De Simone & Harris 2002). Facilitators should give 
prompt and meaningful feedback on performance (Chapell et al, 2003; Fry 1992 cited 
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in Fisher 1998) – the principle of learning called feedback, which De Simone and 
Harris (2002) recommend should consist of both informational and motivational 
elements. In addition, facilitators should use probing, thoughtful, open-ended 
questions and prompts that allow the learners to describe their individual experiences 
and knowledge and promote the sharing of that knowledge with other learners (Fisher 
1998; Spigner-Littles & Anderson, 1999), allocate significant blocks of time (Chapell 
et al, 2003) and present practical and common sense knowledge (Chapell et al 2003; 
Gelade et al, 2003). 
 
The concept of learning styles was first raised in the mid-1970s and a study by 
Truluck and Courtenay (1999) used Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory to examine the 
learning styles of 172 older adults with ages ranging from 55 and upwards. Their 
results supported Kolb’s (1976, 1984 cited in Truluck & Courtenay 1999) contention 
that as people age their learning style preferences become less pronounced, that 
gender becomes less an influence on learning styles but that individual differences 
become more apparent Although not statistically significant, frequencies indicated a 
suspicion that those aged 55 to 65 may prefer to learn by doing; those over 66 to 74 
may prefer to watch and listen; and those over 75 may prefer to watch, listen and 
think (Truluck & Courtenay 1999, p. 233).  
 
In summary, then, these four themes describe the activities that can enhance the 
learning of older adults - presage factors, learning environment, instructional methods 
and facilitation techniques. Learning styles appear to become less pronounced, 
although the suggestion by Truluck and Courtenay (1999) that some older learners 
may prefer to watch and listen is of interest to this study. 
 
 
THE RESEARCH SITE 
 
The researchers were fortunate in having access to the Woodturners’ Society of 
Queensland (WSQ) as a field study site. The WSQ had a large number of older 
learners who were, initially, all novices to the art and craft of woodturning. For the 
vast majority of them, woodturning was quantum step away from their normal 
occupations and knowledge base. In addition, while the craft of wood turning is based 
on a number of readily identifiable basic skills, these skills require a complex 
combination of eye-hand coordination, personal confidence (approaching a piece of 
wood spinning at 2000rpm with a piece of razor sharp steel needs a certain level of 
self -confidence) and a sense of creativity. The WSQ, then, provided a reasonably 
large group of older learners (250 members, 188 of whom were active wood turners) 
who had experienced learning a similar, and complex, set of skills. 
 
The context for learning in this study could be classified as non-formal – systematic, 
organized but conducted outside the formal system to provide a selected category of 
learning to a particular subgroup of the population (Jarvis 1985). 
 
THE STUDY 
 
The questionnaire was based on 110 items covering factual data on gender, 
experience in woodturning and time of membership with WSQ and seven sections on 
the learning strategies used, the motivation for taking up woodturning, the quality of 
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teaching at the society, the culture of the society, an evaluation of the instructors, 
preferred woodturning topics for workshops and the use of the library. This paper is 
based on the first of the seven sections – the learning strategies used by the learners. 
 
These items of the questionnaire were constructed from an analysis of data of in-depth 
semi-structured interviews conducted with 10 new turners who had recently joined the 
WSQ and who had engaged in various formal and informal learning episodes intended 
to develop their skills in woodturning. The results of these interviews have been 
reported previously (Delahaye & Ehrich 2006; Ehrich & Delahaye 2006). The 
construction of the items from the interviews provided a robust level of content 
validity for the questionnaire. The section on learning strategies comprised 24 items. 
The subjects were asked to respond to the question “Thinking back on your learning 
experiences, how important were the following to your learning wood turning?”, then 
provided with the 24 items followed by a five point Likert scales.  
 
The questionnaire was sent to the 188 potential respondents by mail and a return self-
addressed stamped envelope was also provided. Of these, 126 were returned, although 
three were not completed, so the final sample numbered 123 representing a 65%return 
rate. The data on the 123 useable returned questionnaires was entered into a data base 
by a commercial organization and analyzed by the researchers using the SPSS 
package. 
 
The respondents 
 
Of the 123 respondents, 114 (93%) were male and five (4%) were female. To place 
this ratio in context, Lamb and Brady (2005, p. 209) state that there is an 
overwhelming preponderance of older women, compared to older men, involved in 
learning institutes, ranging from 66 and 75 percent. Williamson (2000), citing a ratio 
of 4 older females to one older male learner, suggested that men prefer to “sit in 
retirement” (p57). A number of reasons were canvassed for this result, including 
outlook and health, although one of the more interesting was the “feminization of 
everything”. The researchers felt that the predominance of men in this research 
sample would provide some interesting possible outcomes. 
 
The 55 to 74 age group dominated the responses at 69%, with the over 75s 
representing 15% and the under 54s 14%. One hundred and twelve respondents 
indicated the industry in which they are, or were, employed. Education had the 
highest representation (23), followed by construction (10), administration (10), health 
(7) and engineering (6). 
 
ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 
 
The frequency of each of the 24 items for the learning strategies was examined and 
found to be within acceptable ranges (no items were over 1.5 skewness and kurtosis). 
The data (n=123) was found suitable for factor analysis – Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
measure of sampling adequacy (0.783); Bartlett test for sphericity (1004.9; df=276; 
p=0.000). 
 
A factor analysis using principal components method and direct oblimin rotation was 
conducted, with four factors providing the cleanest result, as indicated in Table 1. 
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TABLE 1: FACTOR ANALYSIS OF LEARNING STRATEGY ITEMS ABOUT 
HERE 
 
 
 
The four factors were named as actively seeking knowledge, passively seeking 
knowledge, independent learning and dependent learning. The internal consistency 
(reliability) of each factor was strong as indicated by the Cronbach’s alpha for each 
being 0.7 or more (see Cavana, Delahaye & Sekaran 2001). In an attempt to identify 
any sub-learning strategies, a second order factor analysis was also conducted on each 
factor.  
 
Factor 1: Actively seeking knowledge (alpha=0.84) included the following items: 
 
Social interaction 
  5  Asking someone a specific question 
12  Having a friend I can telephone or talk to, to help me with a specific problem 
22  Swapping ideas with a group of wood turners 
 
Assertive control 
16  Keep asking questions until I find an answer 
23  Seeking out advice from others if I think I need it rather than being given 
unsolicited advice 
 
From this factor, it appears that the learners would actively seek knowledge by asking 
specific questions, either face-to-face or via the telephone. This would indicate that 
the learner would have a particular problem or topic in mind and then take direct 
action to have the question answered. Swapping ideas would appear to be a more 
general level of curiosity and indicates a level of comfort learning within a similar 
aged cohort, as suggested by Chappell et al (1990) and others. The determination to 
consistently and assertively seek information and control from whom that information 
will come supports the contention of Spigner-Littles and Anderson (1999) that older 
learners are accustomed to exercising judgment and should therefore be given 
opportunities to plan and control their own learning.  
 
 
Factor 2: Independent learning (alpha=0.80) included the following items:  
 
Have a go 
 3  Just putting a piece of wood on the lathe and having a go 
 
Active reflection 
18  Being by myself and trying my own ways to turn wood 
19  Setting myself a challenge and seeing if I can do it 
20  Watch others; think about adapting and finding my own way 
 
Failure as feedback 
21  Learning from my mistakes 
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  Practice in private 
   2 Going home and trying what the expert did 
 17 Going home and trying out what I had learned at the workshop 
 
 
 
Items 3, 18, 19 and 20 indicate that, as Spigner-Littles and Anderson (1999) and 
Chappell et al (2004) suggested, older learner also enjoy the freedom of using active, 
discovery based learning activities. Interestingly, Item 20 Watch others, think about 
adapting and finding my own way provides some evidence to support Truluck and 
Courtenay (1999) who suggested that older learners may prefer to watch, listen and 
think. Item 21 Learning from my mistakes is a good indicator that the older learner 
will take responsibility for their learning, as suggested by Taylor and Rose 
(2005).Finally, the importance of practice, suggested by Chappell et al (2003), is 
acknowledged by Items 2 and 17 –although the emphasis on doing such practice in 
the privacy of the home is worthy of note.  
 
Factor 3: Dependent learning (alpha=0.86) included the following items:  
 
One-on-one mentoring 
  8  Having a convener or instructor encouraging and giving me confidence to start 
on the lathe 
10  Having a convener or instructor available to give me advice when I ask for it 
11  Having a convener or instructor giving advice when he/she sees me getting 
into trouble 
15  When I make a mistake, having an instructor or convener showing me how to 
correct the mistake 
 
Formal structured learning 
13  Attending a fully structured course, where all learners are learning the same 
skill or technique 
24  Learning basic skills at a structured course or workshop 
 
Informal structured learning 
14  Attending a workshop where learners are doing a variety of projects and one 
or two instructors or conveners are circulating giving advice 
 
When discussing the literature, this paper commented that there appeared to be 
conflicting advice on whether traditional or more unstructured learning should be 
used. The result of the analysis in this study highlight this dichotomy, in that factor 2 
appears to describe independent learning and factor 3 dependent learning. Apparently, 
the older learner will accept both and will use either approach. As Spigner-Littles 
(1999) suggested, older learners are comfortable in exercising judgment in setting 
priorities and allocating time. Candy (1991) described such learners personally 
autonomous, as they make a judgment on which type of learning strategy best suited 
their circumstances. 
 
The older learners in this study identified three types of dependent learning – one-on-
one mentoring, formal courses and informal courses. Several of the items under the 
sub-heading of one-on-one mentoring also emphasized the importance of a supportive 
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climate that is safe, non-threatening and less formal, as suggested by Chappell et al 
(2003) and Fisher (1998). It is also interesting to see the variety of support that the 
learners prefer from mentors – with the initiative to intervene coming from either the 
instructor or the learner.  
 
 
Factor 4: Passively seeking knowledge (alpha=0.70) included the following items: 
 
Targeted  Learning 
  1 Watching an expert, one-on-one 
  7  Watching others doing wood turning, but only for an hour or so, before having 
a go myself 
 
Reflexive learning  
 4  Observing someone else, not necessarily an expert 
 6   Being able to stand back and quietly watch others do wood turning, 
sometimes for several hours, before having a go myself 
 9  Having a group of people looking over my shoulder and giving me advice 
 
This fourth factor of passive learning corroborates the claim by Truluck and 
Courtenay (1999) that older learners do prefer to watch and listen and think. The sub-
theme of “targeted learning” was so named as the Items 1 and 7 indicated an explicit 
intention to observe some activity with a purpose to learn. The sub-theme seemed to 
indicate a more reflexive, passive and quiet approach to learning. 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  
 
Fisher (1998) believed that many of the suggested options for older learners are drawn 
from the general adult education and cognitive literature. To an extent, this research 
showed that such a contention is true. The older learners in this study certainly 
indicated that they preferred learning basic skills at a structured workshop and having 
an encouraging instructor to develop their confidence and give advice and feedback. 
However, the learning of older adults appears to be more complex than this one 
dimensional approach suggests. 
 
As discussed earlier, the literature appears to be divided on whether older learners 
prefer traditional, structured teaching or collegial, self-paced group learning. This 
research suggests a somewhat surprising yet simple answer – they prefer both.  
 
The respondents in this research indicate that they can be dependent learners, with 
one-on-one mentoring, formal structured learning and informal structured learning. 
They can also be independent learners by having a go by themselves, actively 
reflecting on experiences, using failure as feedback and practicing in private. 
Complementing this rotation between dependent and independent learning is another 
complementary alternation between actively seeking knowledge, by assertively 
controlling their learning and using social interactions (as suggested by Taylor & 
Rose, 2005), and passively seeking knowledge, by standing back and watching (as 
suggested by Truluck & Courtenay 1999) and reflecting on the activities of others.  
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As Springer-Littles and Anderson (1999) comment, older learners are accustomed to 
exercising judgment in setting priorities and allocating time. Older learners are likely 
to be able to, and most probably prefer, to exercise this judgment as to whether they 
wish to be independent or dependent learners and whether they wish to seek 
knowledge actively or passively. The older learners themselves, then, are perhaps the 
best judges of where on the learner maturity continuum (Delahaye & Smith 1998) 
they are located at any particular time. If the principal hurdle for older learners over 
45 was the feeling of anxiety, as suggested by Gelade et al (2003) and Crawford 
(2004), a preference for structured learning in the initial phase of learning would be 
understandable. Once a basic skill is mastered, the older learner would most likely 
move to a more independent learning mode for that skill but be inclined to move back 
to a dependent style to learn a new skill.  
 
One limitation of this research was that the respondents were predominantly male. 
Although this is an interesting counterpoint to the ratio of four older females to one 
older male learner suggested by Williamson (2000), future investigations into learning 
a hobby with a majority of female respondents would provide an appealing 
comparison with the results reported in this study.  
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 Table 1: Factor analysis of learning strategy items 
  
Component 
  1 2 3 4 
1 Learn-Watch expert .241 -.118 .150 .610
2 Learn-Go home & try .106 .507 .042 .330
3 Learn-Have a go -.052 .620 -.192 .129
4 Learn-Observe anyone 
-.051 .243 -.024 .724
5 Learn-Ask specific 
question .701 .063 -.069 .363
6 Learn-Quietly watch .327 -.054 .228 .423
7 Learn-Watch for an hour 
.333 .020 -.113 .544
8 Learn-Convener 
encouraging .228 -.250 .679 .178
9 Learn-People look over 
shoulder -.070 .033 .319 .568
10 Learn-Convener give 
advice/ask .401 -.121 .663 -.068
11 Learn-Convener give 
advice/see .370 -.173 .702 .013
12 Learn- Friend can talk 
to .659 .012 .144 .006
13 Learn-Course all doing 
same -.366 .096 .795 .016
14 Learn-Workshop doing 
different .151 -.080 .555 .100
15 Learn-
Mistake/convener show .268 .160 .708 -.126
16 Learn-Keep asking 
questions .537 .374 .286 .103
17 Learn-Home/try from 
workshop -.065 .496 .507 .014
18 Learn-Try my own way 
-.101 .765 -.158 .148
19 Learn-Set myself a 
challenge .075 .757 .179 -.040
20 Learn-Watch/think/find 
own way .402 .625 -.091 -.155
21 Learn-From my 
mistakes .323 .573 .154 -.284
22 Learn-Swapping ideas 
.698 .098 -.035 .135
23 Learn-Seek advice 
when need .705 .103 -.012 .064
24 Learn-Basic 
skills/structured course -.236 -.008 .651 .241
 
 
